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Design in Dublin: 
The city as a site of responsive 
and agile practice
This article looks at design in Dublin from 2008 onwards and makes the assertion that the recession 
has brought about a number of characteristics in design practice in the city. There is a movement 
of contemporary design in Dublin that is responsive, agile and civic-minded, practised by designers, 
communities, activists and the City Council. With relatively limited written sources on design in Dublin 
from 2008 onwards to rely on, much of the research for this article took the form of finding and assessing 
recent design projects in order to establish correlations or patterns. Another key part of my research has 
been to interview a variety of people involved in design in Dublin, including staff in Dublin City Council, 
practising designers, design curators and journalists. This primary research has been key in formulating 
a sense of what has been happening in Dublin in recent years in terms of design, and it is through 
conversation and examination that civic and citizens’ design practices, showing responsiveness and 
agility, have been identified as recurrent in Dublin design, and that a factor in allowing these modes of 













































Agile design: Dublin Honey Project
‘[…] we’ve built our name around collaboration 
[…] and that’s still a resource, and Dublin’s great 
















‘What I’d like to see though, and I’m talking 
about myself as well as everyone else here […] 
now  you’ve got to change the scale. Because, I 
didn’t invent creative collaboration and there’s 
a city full of  little things like that, but how 
do we ratchet it up to the next level? […] The 
people who have been  doing the little gigs, 
and got the two and a half grand from Absolut 
Vodka in order to have the  exhibition, y’know, 
I want to see them get the 40 grand next 
































































Fig. 1 Kieran Harnett and Gearóid Carvill, 
Dublin Honey Project














As	written	recently,	‘there is a connectivity 
in Dublin which is far from parochial. 
Multidisciplinary studios, collaborative 
projects, creative conferences and cultural 
festivals unite a design community which 
spans North and South of the city and is 
































‘I wanted to focus on apartments [...] 
particularly existing apartments. The talk is 
always about  future apartments, and future 
standards, […] but the reality is that we have 
an enormous amount  of apartments in Dublin 
already and how are they going to play out 
over time? When you look at them  […] you 
realise that they’re in very important parts of 
the city; they’re in prominent places. They’re  
along the Liffey quays, they’re in the city centre; 
they’re not hidden away. The fortunes of those  
buildings do matter. It’s not a case of saying 
they’re privately-owned apartments and 
they’re not our problem. They will become our 








Fig. 3 A Pivot Dublin workshop hosted 
by Dublin City Council
space:	‘When you come to apartments […] 
you’re dependent on how somebody behaves 
two, three floors  away. You don’t even know 
their name, you wouldn’t know them if you 
passed them on the stairs,  but if they behave 
badly, you will suffer. […] And there doesn’t 















as	she	says, ‘The solution [to the problems of 




































Fig. 4 Capel St parklet, 2012












































‘I was at a conference and I heard one of 
our engineers, who worked in the Drainage 
department at the time; she wanted to trial 
a new tree pit at the bottom of a tree so that 
it would absorb storm water […] she felt that 
with the money that would save it would make 
sense. […] It overlaps with three  departments, 
because the Parks department own the tree, 
the Roads and Planning department own  the 
road and the pavement and the Drainage 
department own the drain  underneath. She’s 
only in one of those, so how does she do it? […] 
If that was a formalised project like the Grafton 
Street  rejuvenation, managers get together 
and they authorise the whole thing, teams 
come together [...]  But if an individual staff 





























‘Businesses at the moment can license 
pavement space. So if you imagine a situation 
where the  pavement is narrow, or maybe the 
pavement is wide but there are a lot of people, 
well in those  scenarios would it be useful if 
they can rent a car parking space? That partly 
comes back down to your definition of that, 
is that car parking space, or is that public 



















Citizens’ design: The Lifeline
‘Is it likely? […] this isn’t the High Line, but the 
High Line took fifteen years...the High Line got  
done and it started with a person like me […] 
that’s how things happen in cities everywhere. 






































Fig. 6 Sitric Road Benchmark, an early project 









involvement	and	backing:	‘everyone lives in the 
community, or everyone lives in a community, 
so the community is the area  where the most 
potential lies. If you can get the community to 
rally, as they did in New York with  the Highline, 
then things will happen […] You can talk to the 
agencies, but if it doesn’t fit into the  “plan” 






































the impact we’re having […] and the archive 
of what we’ve accomplished so far; speeding 
up the connections in the network to facilitate 





















‘I thought about what happens when you 













































saying,	‘This isn’t a recession. It’s a renaissance’ 
(p75),	and	it	has	proved	somewhat	true.	The	
recession	has	allowed	(or	forced)	a	responsive	
and	agile	mode	of	working,	it	has	encouraged	
the	Council	to	approach	things	differently,	and	
has	pushed	citizens	to	take	some	things	into	
their	own	hands.	Another	factor	in	allowing	
these	practices	to	develop	is	the	city	itself:	its	
size	is	conducive	to	collaborative	working	and	
proactive	engagement.	It	is	big	enough	to	
have	lots	of	knowledge,	skills	and	expertise,	
yet	small	enough	that	all	of	that	is	close	by	
and	discoverable.	And	the	people	who	live	
and	work	there	are	open,	friendly	and	willing	
to	help.	Testament	to	this	is	the	many	honest	
and	generous	discussions	I	had	with	Dubliners	
in	order	to	compile	this	research.	Dublin	is	a	
city	that	is	open,	engaged	and	connected,	and	
these	are	crucial	in	developing	the	methods	of	
design	discussed	here.
What	remains	to	be	seen,	as	Ireland	
begins	to	come	out	of	recession	and	grow	
as	an	economy	again,	is	whether	these	
characteristics	will	remain	in	Dublin.	
Meaningful	design	work	of	this	nature	should	
not	remain	the	same	–	it	should	grow	and	
adapt	with	an	improving	economy.	But	Ireland	
needs	to	be	careful	not	to	revert	to	old	habits,	
it	needs	to	take	what	it’s	learned	from	this	
recession	and	apply	it	to	the	next	boom.	I	
hope	that	this	study	is	coming	not	at	the	end	
of	a	period	of	responsive,	agile,	civic-minded	
design,	but	rather	at	the	start	of	one.	Let’s	
hope	our	renaissance	doesn’t	recede.
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